T HE LATIN AMERICAN liberation theologians are at pains to emphasize that they are theologizing out of and for a very particular social and cultural context and that in some sense this context provides a unique perspective from which to view and interpret the gospel. They feel, and I think rightly so, that their theology is more firmly rooted in the historical reality of Latin America than was (or is) what they call "academic" theology, by which they usually mean the European theology in which most of them were trained not too long ago. The liberation theologians are acutely aware that any theology is conditioned by its social context, and they warn us against trying simply to transpose Latin American liberation theology to a North American or other localized context. I could not agree more, although, as I have pointed out previously, I think we in North America have something to learn from their methodology.
however, has a more profound meaning than just social, economic, and political liberation; it implies "liberation from all that limits or keeps man from self-fiilfillment, liberation from all impediments to the exercise of his freedom," as well as "assuming conscious responsibility for his own destiny." Finally, on the theological level, liberation implies Christ, the Savior, freeing man from sin, "which is the ultimate root of all disruption of friendship and of all injustice and oppression."
5
The usual theological word for liberation is salvation, and Gutiérrez sees the doctrine of salvation as central to Christianity and in need of reconsideration in the light of the Latin American situation. He does not make a simple identification of the theological notion of salvation with the historical process of liberation of men and women, but he does see the two as integrally related. Nor is salvation merely a matter between the individual and God. Rather, "men are called to meet the Lord insofar as they constitute a community, a people." He also emphasizes the universal salvific will of God and sees the process of salvation as something intrahistorical. Salvation "is not something other-worldly, in regard to which the present life is merely a test." "Salvation-the communion of men with God and the communion of men among themselves-is something which embraces all human reality, transforms it, and leads it to its fullness in Christ " 6 Hence the mission of the Church is determined more by the political context of the society in which it concretely exists than by "intra-ecclesiastical problems." There is a solidarity of the Church with the world, and the frontiers between the two are fluid in both directions. Salvation history is not something apart from human history; it is "the very heart of human history." "Salvation embraces all men and the whole man: the liberating action of Christ... is at the heart of the historical current of humanity; the struggle for a just society is in its own right very much a part of salvation history."
7
There is an intimate relationship between salvation (or liberation) from sin and the liberation of man throughout history, including the political level. "One is not present without the others, but they are distinct; they are all part of a single, all-encompassing salvific process, but they are to be found at different levels." Gutiérrez does not collapse political liberation or the work of humanizing man's social situation into the coming of the kingdom of God, as is sometimes suggested. proclaims their fulfillment, and impels them effectively towards total communion. This is not an identification. Without liberating historical events, there would be no growth of the kingdom. But the process of liberation will not have conquered the very roots of oppression and the exploitation of man without the coming of the kingdom, which is above all a gift.
8
This integral relationship between liberation from sin and political, social, and economic liberation has obvious consequences for the self-understanding of the Church and its mission. This is the second theological theme that Gutiérrez reconsiders.
The Church reconsidered in the light of this integral relationship must cease to consider itself as the exclusive place of salvation and must orient itself toward a new and radical service of people.
9 This is an "uncentering" of the Church. The Church is not the sun around which all else revolves. The Church does not exist for itself but "for others." Its function is to be a sign, and more than a sign, a sacrament of salvation for all, not only for those within its visible institutional structure. "Through the people who explicitly accept his Word, the Lord reveals the world to itself. He rescues it from anonymity and enables it to know the ultimate meaning of its historical future and the value of every human act." Gutiérrez quotes Teilhard's phrase that the Church is the "reflectively Christified portion of the world." It is not "nonworld" but the conscious part of the world that knows the plan of salvation for all. It is the Church's function to manifest this possibility of communion among men and of men with God in its life and actions. To celebrate this kind of communion in the Eucharist without a "real commitment against exploitation and alienation and for a society of solidarity and justice" would be an empty action.
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The Church must necessarily play a role in the historical context in which it finds itself. In Latin America at present, Gutiérrez says, this means taking a clear position for social justice and against the established order. The Church's position is never neutral, and any "claim to noninvolvement in politics ... is nothing but a subterfuge to keep things as they are." well as in the present is a constant and consistent theme. The tendency in some recent theology has been to "spiritualize" the meaning of the eschatological promises, to have reference only to "another order," implying a dichotomy between the "temporal" and the "spiritual" realms. This kind of dualistic thinking is foreign to both the biblical and our present mentality. The eschatological promises are intrahistorical realities: "The grace-sin conflict, the coming of the kingdom, and the expectation of the parousia are also necessarily and inevitably historical, temporal, earthly, social, and material realities A poorly understood spiritualization has often made us forget the human consequences of the eschatological promises and the power to transform unjust social structures which they imply. The elimination of misery and exploitation is a sign of the coming of the kingdom."
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The fulfilling of the eschatological promises throughout history does not mean, however, that they can be identified with any one or other social reality. While the struggle against injustice may be a sign of the kingdom, the final coming of the kingdom will mark an end to history. This realization leads to a "permanent detachment." The theology of liberation is sometimes accused of confusing the kingdom of God with a particular social strategy or political option. Gutiérrez clearly avoids this pitfall.
For Gutiérrez, Jesus is not seen as a Zealot or primarily as a political revolutionary, but his life and death and the totality of the gospel message do have political consequences. Jesus, by freeing men from sin, attacks the roots of the unjust social order. "The life and preaching of Jesus postulate the unceasing search for a new kind of man in a qualitatively different society
The Gospel does not get its political dimension from one or another particular option, but from the very nucleus of its message ... the kingdom as "the end of domination of man over man; it is a kingdom of contradiction to the established powers and on behalf of man.
Much more could be said about the theology of liberation as presented by Gutiérrez, but it should be clear by now that this is a theology directed toward action in the political, economic, and social spheres. Gutiérrez says in his concluding remarks: "if theological reflection does not vitalize the action of the Christian community in the world by making its commitment to charity fuller and more radical..., then this theological reflection will have been of little value," and "... all the political theologies, the theologies of hope, of revolution, and of liberation, are not worth one act of genuine solidarity with exploited social classes."
14 While the theology itself is critical reflection, it does not stop with reflecting, "but rather tries to be part of the process through which the world is transformed."
15
These themes of the centrality of the kingdom to the Christian message, of the continuity between the eschatological kingdom and the present historical order, of sin as a social and political rather than just an individual matter between God and man, of salvation as liberation, of the uncentering of the Church and its role in the political and social order, of the eschatological promises as having significance for the here and nowall these themes can be found in the other liberation theologians, with varying emphases and qualifications. It should be obvious that these themes reflect the understanding of the present Latin American situation, where injustice and oppression are the dominant characteristics. What is of interest to us here is that exactly the same themes can be found in a volume written fifty years before Gutiérrez on a different continent, but where the social situation was also diagnosed as predominantly one of injustice and oppression. Let us now turn to that work of Walter Rauschenbusch. π The Social Gospel was fundamentally a social movement rather than a theological one. It developed a theology only gradually; indeed, the outstanding theologian of the Social Gospel, Walter Rauschenbusch, came only at the end of the movement. which was held by some forty thousand families or one third of one percent of the population. But in the decade 1870-80 real wages, which had never been above the bare subsistence level, had declined from an average of $400 to $300, forcing children to premature labor and driving women to the factories beside the men. The American industrial revolution, in the process of creating wealth such as the world had never seen or dreamed of, produced also a sullen proletariat resentful of the poverty it had obtained as its share of the bounty, and the republic of Jefferson and Jackson now became the scene of the most embittered class wars and the most glaring social contrasts modern times had seen.
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It was out of such a social context that the theology of the Social Gospel emerged.
The Social Gospel, however, did not come out of the theologian's study nor from the academy, but from the practical experience of Protestant ministers working in urban situations and realizing that the individualistic piety and preaching for which they had been trained was of little help in dealing with the urban poor. They realized that the misery of those to whom they were ministering was not caused merely by their individual weakness and sinfulness, but by the system itself. Hence they began to turn their attention to the social structures and institutions that gave rise to these conditions. Only gradually did they feel the need to reinterpret their Christianity to make some sense out of the needs rooted in their pastoral experience. "We have a social Gospel. We need a systematic theology large enough to match it and vital enough to back it." 19 Since our purpose is to examine and compare one representative of the Social Gospel theology, it is not necessary to survey the entire movement. That has been adequately done, and recently redone by the historians already cited. 20 Again, it will suffice for our purposes to examine the theology of the Social Gospel as presented by its most outstanding and brilliant exponent, Walter Rauschenbusch. 23 The general thesis of White and Hopkins is that the Social Gospel should be redefined in terms of the continuing quest for social justice that has persisted through and after neoorthodoxy and has manifested itself again in the civil-rights movement (Rauschenbusch influenced Martin Luther King Jr.; cf. White and Hopkins, Social Gospel 273-82) and on into the sixties and seventies, and really is a continuing thread in American Christianity. 24 Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel 2-4. 25 Ibid. 27-29.
evolution, the control of nature by man, and the value of education and liberty as being "the most influential convictions of modern life" that "have deeply modified our religious thought." 26 These influences have combined to restore the doctrine of the kingdom of God, which was most important with Jesus and the prophets but which had fallen into desuetude with an increasingly individualistic interpretation of sin and redemption. Hence it is these three theological doctrines on which the Social Gospel has the most impact. Rauschenbusch admits that the Social Gospel has no contribution to make on "the more speculative doctrines"-"its interests he on earth, within the social relations of the life that now is."
27
In the theology of the Social Gospel the consciousness of sin is not diminished, but the emphasis is shifted to different classes of sin: "Attention is concentrated on questions of public morality, on wrongs done by whole classes or professions of men, on sins which enervate and submerge entire mill towns or agricultural states." For Rauschenbusch, sin is essentially selfishness rather than essentially rebellion against God, and is not "a private transaction between the sinner and God." 28 "The sinful mind, then, is the un-social and anti-social mind." Among the large-scale sins from which the race suffers, we are "submerged under despotic government, under war and militarism, under landlordism, and under predatory industry and finance." Briefly, then, Christ is understood as the one "who set in motion the historical forces of redemption which are to overthrow the kingdom of evil."
35 It is definitely an ascending Christology, "basing the divine quality of his personality on free and ethical acts of his will rather than in dwelling on the passive inheritance of a divine essence." 36 He achieved a personality in which "the consciousness of the absolute unity of the human and the divine life" came into being. Before Jesus it did not exist. His consciousness of God and his understanding of the kingdom were both socially inherited and transformed in such a way that "The reign of God came to mean the organized fellowship of humanity acting under the impulse of love." 37 Rauschenbusch refers to Jesus as "Liberator" only obliquely, but he definitely does understand that the "personality of Jesus is a call to the emancipation of our own personalities." God, is called "Father"-an image taken from the "realm of family life, the chief social embodiment of solidarity and love." The Social Gospel's conception of God is of one "who strives within our striving, who kindles his flame in our intellect, sends the impact of his energy to make our will restless for righteousness, floods our sub-conscious mind with dreams and longings, and always urges the race on toward a higher combination of freedom and solidarity ... ," and one who "is against capitalism, its methods, spirit, and results." 39 This is a God who has been "democra tized," is against injustice and innocent suffering, and is the bond of social and racial unity.
The doctrines of the Holy Spirit and of inspiration and prophecy are also democratized in the theology of the Social Gospel. Inspiration and prophecy are understood as gifts not to individuals but to the community, and they spring from the social situation of the Church. "The new thing in the story of Pentecost is not only the number of those who received the tongue of fire but the fact that the Holy Spirit had become the common property of a group. What had seemed to some extent the privilege of aristocratic souls was now democratized
The mystic experience was socialized."
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For Rauschenbusch, baptism is understood as an "act of allegiance to a new order of things ... the symbol of a revolutionary hope, an ethical act which determined the will and life of the person receiving it." 41 The Lord's Supper is an act of a social group in which "we reaffirm our supreme allegiance to our Lord who taught us to know God as our common father and to realize that all men are our brethren ... and thereby accept brotherhood as the ruling principle of our life and under take to put it into practice in our private and public activities."
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The eschatology of the Social Gospel emphasized the immanence of God in history and restoration of the millennial hope, which is an "ideal of a social life in which the law of Christ shall prevail, and in which its prevalence shall result in peace, justice and glorious blossoming of human life An outlook toward the future in which the 'spiritual life' is saved and the economic life is left unsaved is both unchristian and stupid."
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The kingdom of God will come not by "catastrophe" but by evolution. It is always coming but is not finally consummated in history. It is not identified with social progress, but "heaven and earth are to be parts of the same realm" and "Our labor for the kingdom here will be our preparation for our participation hereafter." 44 Finally, Rauschenbusch reinterprets the doctrine of the atonement in terms of the dominant ideas of his day, "personality and social solidarity." Jesus was killed by personally experiencing the public sins of organized society. He lists six: religious bigotry, a combination of graft and political power, the corruption of justice, the mob spirit and mob action, militarism, and class pride and class contempt. 45 These public and social sins "sum up the constitutional forces in the kingdom of evil." "Jesus bore these sins in no legal or artificial sense, but in their impact on his own body and soul. They were not only the sins of Caiaphas, Pilate, or Judas, but the social sin of all mankind, to which all who ever lived have contributed, and under which all who ever lived have suffered." 46 This understanding rests on the solidarity of the human race and of Jesus with it.
In summary, then, it can be seen that the theology of the Social Gospel is a reinterpretation of the major doctrines of Christianity in less individualistic and more social terms, strongly integrating social ethics and systematic theology. It is an attempt to overcome the "other-worldliness" of the then current Protestant theology and to provide a theological basis for the social action which the reformers of the Social Gospel movement had been urging on the churches. This theology was quite historically conscious and made good use of historical criticism in its understanding of the New Testament.
The major criticisms of the theology of the Social Gospel have been well summarized by John Bennett. Although Rauschenbusch was very aware of the social structure of sin and the presence of the kingdom of evil, the Social Gospel movement as a whole was too optimistic in its view of history and did not have a sense of the "depth and stubbornness of sin and evil." Further, it was inclined too quickly to identify the kingdom of God with some particular social objective, and it was not always careful to preserve the transcendence of the kingdom as beyond history and as a judgment on history. Finally, the Social Gospel has been criticized for its lack of concern with the issues of racial justice and of women's liberation. In this respect it was a child of its time. There are, however, some significant differences between the theology of the Social Gospel and liberation theology. First, the social context in contemporary Latin America is not just the injustice caused by rapid industrialization and urbanization. The oppression of which the liberation theologians speak is both political and economic, and stems not only from conflict between unenlightened capital and labor but from the international economic exploitation of the Third World by the First World and from colonial attitudes of long standing on that continent and the attendant "class" consciousness and divisions which were never as strong or established in North America, not even in the period of the Social Gospel movement.
Secondly, the position of Roman Catholicism in Latin America differs considerably from that of the Protestant churches in the United States in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. It is probably correct to say that the Roman Catholic Church has more institutional weight in Latin America than did the Protestant churches in the United States, not only because of numbers or institutional organization but also because the culture is not nearly as pluralistic in contemporary Latin America, and organized religion can have more impact on political and economic conditions.
A third difference, cited by John Bennett, is that the liberation theologians see the need for some form of revolution (not necessarily violent, as Bennett says) rather than a gradual evolution or development through the economic and political system already operative. There is more emphasis on discontinuity in liberation theology than in the theology of the Social Gospel. The Social Gospelers believed that democracy in the political life of North America was working rather well and that it needed only to be extended to the economic sphere. Rauschenbusch says: "We have heard only the political overture of democracy, played by fifes; the economic numbers of the program are yet to come, and they will be performed with trumpets and trombones." 50 The theologians of liberation have no such confidence, given the increasingly authoritarian nature of political life in Latin America.
Fourthly, I think that the liberation theologians are less sanguine about "Christianizing the Social Order" (a Rauschenbusch title) and more sophisticated in their understanding and critique of ideologies than were the Social Gospel theologians. Here I must refer not to Gutiérrez but to a more recent work by Juan Luis Segundo in which he discusses the relationship of ideologies to faith, saying that faith must always rise to some ideology but is never to be identified with any particular one. 51 As Bennett points out, there was a greater tendency in the theology of the Social Gospel to identify the Christian ideal with some particular social movement or program: "Sometimes it was democracy. Sometimes it was socialism. Sometimes it was the labor movement. Sometimes ... it was pacifism." this tradition. Secondly, does this mean that liberation theology is merely a case of déjà vu? By no means. But it does suggest that there are themes and aspects of the Gospels that emphasize the social character of Christianity which come into clearer focus at times of social crisis but may fall into the background in other social contexts.
Thirdly, can we predict the viability of liberation theology on the basis of the demise of the Social Gospel movement? Again, I would say not. But it might give us a perspective enabling us to see liberation theology not as a fad (Robert McAfee Brown remarked that any theology that gives voice to the aspirations of two thirds of the world cannot be considered a fad) but rather as a phase in the life of Latin American Christianity, as the Social Gospel movement was a phase in the history of North American Christianity-a phase which had some long-lasting consequences. 53 The sense of newness, of urgency, of prophecy which characterizes much of liberation theology should not blind us to the fact that there are precedents and that "social Christianity" is a permanent way of living out the Gospels.
Finally, both liberation theology and the Social Gospel are clearly examples of theologies conditioned by and reflecting the social context from which they emerge. In case we need to be reminded, all theologies are so conditioned.
